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      "Could you chop these up for me, Nora?"

      "Sure, got it!"

      "Thanks." I smile, handing over the vegetables.

      I appreciate the company and the help in the kitchen. At this point, Nora is a chef in her own right, but cooking is still my duty to the Tribe.

      I grab a long-handled spoon to stir the huge pot of simmering stew. Dipping out some of the broth, I blow on the steaming liquid and take a careful sip. I close my eyes to enjoy the burst of flavor over my tongue.

      Good, but a bit more of the salt-like mineral we discovered will make it better. I take a generous pinch from the jar on the work surface next to me and sprinkle it into the pot. A couple more herbs will brighten the flavor up too. I cut off some leaves from a woody stem, add a splash more water, and put the lid back on to let it do its thing.

      "Almost done, Delilah," Nora calls out, the knife moving expertly in her hands, breaking down the vegetables in even little chunks that will cook fast.

      There isn't that much time left until dinner. Even if there was, I like to be efficient where I can—with the entire Tribe to feed, I'd be in the kitchen twenty-four seven if I dawdled.

      "Great. When you’re finished, just dump ‘em in. I'm going to go grab a few more things from the garden," I reply.

      "All right," she says.

      She tosses me that sweet, shy smile that says so much about who she is. There's a reason the kids love her. There is no doubt she will be an amazing mother, I think, looking at her swollen belly.

      "Nora! Nora!"

      Speak of the little devils. I laugh as the kids rush in past me, surrounding Nora, their chubby little cheeks glowing from the heat and exertion, their delicate wings and horns only adding to their cherubic looks.

      The twins Elneese and Ganeese are toddling after Zoe as usual.

      "Hey, guys," Nora says with infinite patience as I head to the garden.

      The sound of her voice makes me smile, but the expression fades as the garden comes into sight. Some of the girls are working, and their mates are with them.

      Ryuth leans in and steals a kiss from his mate, a smile blooming on Mei's face in response. The romantic part of my heart flutters at the sight. Even after having twins—the very same ones now talking Nora's ear off, no doubt—they're completely connected. And they aren't the only ones.

      Padraig whispers something to Maeve that makes her blush. Penelope kisses Bashir's cheek before he turns to leave. Little touches, little indicators that they're a couple. A unit, not alone. I sigh, seeing example after example of mated bliss.

      It warms my heart, makes me hopeful for the future of the accidental society we've created—an odd mixture of Zmaj and humans, a collision of the destroyed past on this planet and the present. Hope is good. That future is what the gorgeous babies who are the result of the human and Zmaj matings will live in and that's all wonderful. But...

      But.

      Is it bad that I ache in my own heart watching everyone else with their partners? That there is a niggle of discontent at the sight of what they have? I'm happy for them, I really am. But I can't help but wonder.... What about me?

      Am I destined to be alone while everyone else builds their families? While they look forward to a future surrounded by their children and even grandchildren?

      "Delilah! Dinner smells amazing!" Mei says, smiling and straightening, hands on hips as she stretches out her back.

      Everyone else chimes in their agreement.

      "I can't wait to eat!" Maeve says.

      "The thought of dinner is what keeps me going—so all of this productivity is thanks to you Delilah!" Penelope laughs.

      I laugh as my cheeks warm, and a warm glow forms in my chest at the praise.

      "Thanks guys—though if you never tell me when something is bad, I'll never change it," I warn.

      Mei snorts, wiping sweat from her forehead with the sleeve of her shirt. She's not the only one sweating. I'm perpetually damp from the heat here on Tajss. The seasons are summer, summer, and oh yeah, more summer for some variety. A desert climate with everything that entails. Scorching heat, scarce water, more sand than you know what to do with. Good times.

      "Nothing you make is ever bad—at worst, it's just good instead of amazing," Mei returns with a smile.

      I shake my head, chuckling as I crouch down near the neat little patch of herbs. I know for a fact that's an outright lie. There's more than a couple of things I had to throw out before they ever made it to the dinner table. Experimenting with alien herbs and spices along with the meat and produce can lead to some interesting results.

      Once, the pot literally started smoking from the combination of things I threw in it. I had to call in some reinforcements to help me upend that pot some distance from the cave system so that it wouldn't smoke everyone out, and my throat was raw from coughing for a couple of days.

      I never repeated that particular experiment. Though on the scale of things that can go wrong, I'm never all that worried in the kitchen. Comparing it to my former job as an engineer, the stakes aren't the same.

      On the ship, one mistake could result in a serious malfunction that could potentially hurt or kill people. So yeah. Tossing food together isn’t all that high stress of a job in comparison. And I enjoy cooking for everyone too.

      It reminds me of taking care of my younger brother and sister. With my father dead long before I could form a memory of him and mom drowning her grief in drink and men, it was up to me to take care of the kids that came from her high-risk behavior.

      It sounds horrible, but it wasn't all bad. I loved them so much, loved making dinner for them, dressing them up in the cute clothes I managed to scrounge up despite our lack of money. I had no father, and my mother was absent at best, but I knew love. My brother and sister loved me and needed me, and that was enough.

      An emptiness throbs in my chest, and I sigh. Sometimes, I can't believe that they're gone. One tiny portion of the massive casualties from the ship’s crash.

      They aren't getting a chance to live this life free of the confines of a ship. They don't have this opportunity to breath in fresh air instead of recycled, to look up and see sky. To look over the horizon and not be sure what's beyond the next rise. They would want me to make the most of this.

      I try to use their memory to snap out of it, but unfortunately the internal pep talk isn't doing a whole lot for me today.

      I trim what I need off the thriving plants in front of me and throw the cuttings into the small basket I brought along. I wave goodbye to everyone still working and head back to the kitchen. As soon as I’m out of sight my shoulders drop.

      Living in a communal situation like this, I pretend that I'm fine to avoid somebody asking what's wrong. What would I say?

      We have food, water, shelter.

      Sure, it's hot as hell on this planet, but we're in a much better situation than we were when we first crashed. I have people who care for me, as I care for them. We all work together. I have friends that I know will be there if I need them. They've already proven themselves. Still.

      There's more to life than having physical needs met. Or even having friends. Right? No matter how I try to see the brighter side of everything, try to keep myself busy, there's something missing.

      When I go to my pallet alone at night, that small splinter of a feeling rises to the surface. I've lost more than a few nights of sleep because of this empty feeling of being alone. I'm part of a community, part of something bigger than myself. A community that needs me, that I fit into and am most definitely a part of, but I don't have anyone who's mine. Someone who puts me as his priority. Who would be there for me in the middle of the night if I need to talk. Who would cuddle me when I turn over.

      Admit it, Delilah. I’m jealous. I want my own Zmaj. I want to be treasured like Lana, Maeve, Penelope, any of the other girls. Unfortunately though, there are no more Zmaj to be had, so the entire point is moot.

      “No Ell!” Ganeese yells, chasing his brother.

      Ganeese leaps on Elneese as I walk in, and the two toddlers wrestle over the lid to a pot. Nora quickly separates them while Zoe watches, shaking her head. Zoe looks at me with a look that clearly indicates her thoughts. She shrugs and sighs dramatically.

      “Enough,” Nora says, picking up Elneese.

      Ganeese leaps back to his feet and uses the pot lid as a shield, sword fighting with an imaginary opponent.

      “Down!” Elneese shouts, wrestling against Nora’s grasp until he slides down and drops towards the floor, his tiny wings fluttering madly to try and slow his descent.

      I smile and set the basket down on one of the counter tops.

      “Having fun?” I ask, winking at Zoe.

      "Oh good—you're back!" Nora exclaims, setting down Elneese. "Do you mind watching them for a bit?"

      "Sure, no problem," I respond right away, smiling at the kids.

      They're so damn adorable, how could I say no? Nora hightails it out of the kitchen before I finish agreeing. I adjust the herb basket so I can watch them while I pick the leaves off.

      "Can I help?" Zoe asks, looking up with big, hopeful eyes.

      "Sure, sweetie. Here, just pick off the leaves like this," I say, showing her.

      She watches intently as I show her what I want her to do. Poking out her bottom lip, her small fingers get to work.

      "Good job," I praise, stirring the stew while I watch. "Just make sure you⁠—"

      A loud crash cuts off my thought and I jerk around to find the source. Elneese and Ganeese have pulled clean pots out of the storage shelves and are slamming them together on the dirty floor.

      "Oh no!" I rush over. "No, guys, these are clean. Here, you can bang these around," I offer, taking the clean ones and handing them ones that need to be cleaned anyway.

      "Oops!" Zoe exclaims.

      The herb basket is upended over the table scattering its contents.

      "Sorry!" Zoe says, crestfallen.

      "It's okay," I say, cleaning up the mess. "Accidents happen."

      A thud is followed by an odd rolling sound behind me. This time, the twins have jars full of various ingredients and are rolling them across the ground.

      "Woah guys!" I exclaim as one jar pops open, spilling its contents as I hustle over.

      The twins stop and look up.

      “Bad?” they ask in unison.

      “Yes,” I say, shaking my head. “This is food, we need to care for it.”

      “Oh,” they say together, looking at the mess. “We help!”

      Together they try to sweep the spilled contents back into the jar, taking the sand and all along with it. It’s only a second before Elneese’s hand blocks Ganeese, and they’re on each other wrestling.

      “Boys,” Zoe sighs.

      “Right?” I agree and she laughs.

      Watching the boys wrestle causes a warmth in my chest, and after a moment’s thought I decide to let them carry on. They’re not hurting each other or anything else, and there are definitely worse things they could be into.

      Zoe holds out her arms, so I lift her up onto the counter, and we work together picking the leaves off the stems, letting the boys wrestle and carry on as they want.

      “This is fun,” Zoe says.

      “I’m glad you like it,” I say.

      “You need a boy, like mommy and daddy,” she says, stopping and staring at me with her big eyes.

      My heart hammers hard, and my mouth goes dry.

      “You think?” I ask, trying to ignore the nerve she hit.

      “Yes,” she says, nodding. “You should have someone. You will be a good mommy. Someday I’ll be a mommy too. I’m going to be the first mommy of my kind.”

      “Oh you are, are you?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says matter of fact.

      “What about Rverre? She’s older than you,” I point out.

      “Bah!” she says, shaking her head. “She’s going to be a warrior, like Lana.”

      “Lana has Aeros,” I point out.

      “But she was so slow in having a baby!” Zoe says, standing up and putting her hands on her hips. “I’m not waiting around. I’ll be the best mommy ever!”

      She’s so serious I suppress my laughter. She’s too cute and determined, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings.

      “I have no doubt you will be,” I agree.

      “Boys!” she yells at the twins.

      The two of them stop rolling on the floor and look up at her. She holds up a tiny hand, pointing a finger at them.

      “What?” they ask in unison.

      “Be good!” she says, waggling that tiny finger.

      The twins look at each other, and I see it coming too late. They leap into the air like a blur and tackle her as one. The three of them crash across the worktable knocking tools and dinner prep everywhere. The boys pin Zoe down and tickle her. She fights and laughs at the same time.

      “Enough!” I raise my voice to cut through their din. They stop and look abashed. “We have to clean this up for dinner. Tonight is Aeros’s birthday celebration! We don’t want him to have a bad birthday, do we?”

      “No, Delilah,” the boys say.

      “Right,” I agree. “Now, help clean this up.”

      “Sure,” they all agree and set to it.

      They are helpful too, mostly. They’re small and still getting control of their bodies but they do their best, and that’s more than good enough for me. Once we’re done and the stew is boiling in the pot, I shoo them all out of the kitchen space, which is really a sectioned off portion of the larger cave. They run off to play until dinner, while I stop inside the cavern’s shadows and look out over the Tribe.

      It’s a good life. I cook, I clean, I contribute, as we all do. We’re creating small comforts as time goes by. The wall that curves from the cliff wall out into the desert and back around to meet the cliff on the other side is done, solid and comforting as it keeps out most of the random creatures that would come exploring. The dome overhead protects us from the Invaders and hasn’t been a problem for a while now.

      The path that zig-zags its way up the cliff face has been widened and smoothed out, as have the crevasses where we each make our individual homes. We’ve even gotten almost-real doors, tanned leather stretched over metal frames salvaged from the shipwreck, but effective.

      

      I sigh as I watch Samil kiss Inga, his face suffused with a softness that I never saw there before he found his treasure. The sight aggravates that seed of discontent inside me again, but I refuse to allow it to grow any more. Samil wasn't my type anyway. The sight of that kiss is only an unfortunate reminder that there aren't any eligible males left.

      I turn away, shaking my head. What I have is enough. I'll have to make it be enough. And that's that.
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      "Delilah," Olivia’s voice calls out from behind the tight leather door covering the entrance of my cave. "Can I come in?"

      I jerk awake, startled from a deep sleep. It takes me a second to register what's happening as I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes.

      "Uh, sure," I reply.

      She doesn’t sound worried, so why is she waking me up early? The suns aren’t shining through the door, so it has to be early. She opens the door and ducks inside, the first rays of the morning suns highlight the rich red of her hair. She's clearly already dressed to head out.

      "Sorry to wake you up," she says, looking truly apologetic. "But Mei's supposed to come to the oasis with us today, and she's feeling sick. Any way you can fill in? Or do you have something else scheduled today?"

      The oasis? Right, we need water and to gather whatever wood has fallen. I shake my head, to clear the sleep and throw off the thin covers.

      "No, I can come. Give me a minute to wake up and get dressed."

      "Thanks Delilah! We'll wait for you by the wall—take your time," she smiles. She pauses at the door and glances back. “It’s not fair, you know.”

      “Huh?” I ask, brow scrunching as I try to figure out what she’s talking about.

      “You,” she says, shaking her head.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, hopping on one foot as I try to get my leg into my pants.

      “I literally just now woke you up, and yet you look perfect,” she says. “I’m jelly.”

      “Jelly? What?” I ask, unable to process the words she’s saying into a coherent picture.

      “Jealous, silly,” she says.

      “Uh, thanks?” I say, cheeks warming, but my leg finally gets into the pant like it should. Then I have to get the other one in.

      I don’t feel perfect. Heck, I’m feeling pretty proud I’ve gotten my pants on. Olivia smiles and shakes her head, then ducks back out through the curtain. I rub my face and run my fingers through my hair then straighten up my pallet.

      A small group leaves the Tribe on a regular schedule to go forage for wood, seeds, berries, and anything else we can come across in the nearby oasis. Our garden is good, but there are things we just can't grow here.

      We're lucky enough to have our own water source on site for necessities and to water the garden, but the conditions aren't right to grow some things, so foraging is a necessary chore. But man, is it early. Much earlier than I would usually get up, but getting an early start is a good idea.

      An early departure time means the suns won't be beating down on us quite so hard during the trek. It will still be plenty uncomfortable, but there's no other way to do it.

      Traveling at nighttime has its own set of problems. Coming across some of the deadly predators on this planet completely unawares, for one. The sismis, giant bat-like creatures that hunt in large swarms, only do so at night. A dozen other things that are more active during the cooler hours of night, all of them wanting to eat you. Yeah, it’s not the best idea.

      All right. Time to get moving. It's a new day, and I'm not going to indulge in any kind of self-pity. So I don't have a guy. Big deal.

      I'm alive and healthy. That's a lot more than most of the people on our ship could say. I take my washcloth and spread it out on the bottom of my clay bowl. Grabbing my personal water container I carefully dampen it. Water is the most precious resource on Tajss. Nothing compares to its value. It is the stuff of life. Taking up the barely damp cloth, I use it to wipe off my face and wake myself up.

      It doesn’t matter that we have a water source, we live in the desert. Water is precious, and wasting it isn't prudent. I shove my feet into my shoes and grab my wide-brimmed hat. I'm darker than almost everyone here, so I'm not as prone to burning under the harsh suns, but a hat is still a good idea.

      Dressed, I leave my cave and head to the kitchen to fill my waterskin and wrap up some jerky to take with me for the road. Shouldn't need more than that for such a short trip. We need to travel light so there is room in our packs to bring home everything we find.

      Shouldering my pack, I walk over to the protective wall built around the cave system. It glistens in the sun, the meteor glass set in it sparkling beautifully. It gives everyone peace of mind to know we can protect ourselves with a literal force field. Myself included. Even the sight of the large wall and the reinforced metal gate is comforting.

      When I reach the open gate, Ragnar, Olivia, and Ryuth are already waiting. Originally, the group was supposed to be two couples—Ragnar and Olivia along with Ryuth and Mei. I suppress a sigh.

      Sometimes I feel like my single status is forever being rubbed in my face. Probably because I'm raw about it so I give myself a mental slap. No self-pity! Not today, Satan!

      "Morning," I call out.

      Everyone turns and calls out greetings as I approach.

      "Good. Let us begin our journey," Ragnar announces.

      We murmur our agreement. We step through the gate in the wall and venture out into the vastness of the desert beyond. My feet sink into the soft, red sand. When our ship crash-landed on this planet, I remember waking up and taking in all the red. Red-streaked sky, red sand, red rocks.

      For a moment, I thought maybe my vision was compromised, maybe I wasn't seeing the colors as they should be, but they'd stayed the same. It’s all striations and variations on the single theme of red. Now, after years of living with this same view, I appreciate the harsh beauty of it. Even if another color or two would be nice.

      Olivia steps over to Ragnar's side and he wraps a firm arm around her waist.

      "Delilah?"

      I look over at Ryuth's offered arm. Not surprisingly, humans aren't well adapted to the terrain here on Tajss. Our weight has us sinking into the hot sand with every step, slowing us down to an excruciating pace. Unlike the Zmaj.

      Even though the dragon men are freaking seven feet of dense bone and pure muscle, with the addition of long reptilian tails, they don't sink into the sand because of another key adaptation.

      Wings.

      Not bird wings, with plumage and the whole fluffy shebang. No, their leathery, streamlined wings aren't meant to take actual flight. They help them leap longer distances, keeping them airborne for a longer period. Flaring the wings out helps them lift some of their weight off the ground, so they don't sink into the sand like we do. They glide across the soft, fine stuff like it's metal or concrete.

      Unlike us humans, who sink in with every step, fighting the sand to make any kind of progress forward. Needless to say, they're a heck of a lot faster out here. And the faster the better with all the potential threats we could encounter.

      "Thank you," I murmur, stepping into Ryuth's body and allowing him to wrap a secure arm around me.

      And we're off. I grip his hard forearm, squinting against the air as he glides forward, next to Ragnar and Olivia.

      "Is Mei all right?" I ask as we continue.

      Ryuth glances down at me.

      "She woke with a headache," he explains. "I told her not to come—the heat would only make it worse. She went back to sleep in the dark."

      "Ah."

      Sounds like she has a migraine.

      "My thanks for coming in her place," he adds.

      "No problem," I murmur sincerely. "We need to watch out for each other."

      He nods, looking back up to continue scanning the rolling dunes around us, his eyes sharp. I've noticed that about the Zmaj, especially out here in the open. They never stop looking for potential threats. Not that I'm complaining. Who knows how many of us would have survived this long without the Zmaj to help us.

      "How you doing over there?" Olivia calls out.

      "Fine!" I return, glancing over. "Ryuth?"

      "Good," Ryuth adds. "We are making good progress."

      That's true.

      "How much farther to the oasis?" I ask, adjusting my grip.

      He looks around.

      "We are perhaps halfway on our journey," he judges. "If we⁠—"

      "Ryuth," Ragnar interrupts, shifting closer to us. "We should veer this way and circle around."

      He jerks his head to the left. Frowning, Ryuth looks. I see what Ragnar is gesturing towards at the same time Ryuth does. Deep footprints in the sand. The toes aren't distinct, indicating a more diffused pressure. The kind of prints you would get with webbed feet.

      Guster. A chill flows through me.

      "Good idea," Ryuth mutters, shifting course.

      I ditto that sentiment. I have no desire to encounter those things. I'd be fine and dandy with never seeing one again in my life, thanks.

      "I hope they aren't getting a drink at the oasis," Olivia comments, her head turned in the direction of those prints.

      "Yeah," I agree, looking around with a sharper gaze now. "I hope they’re gone."

      The rest of the trip is tense after that sighting. Ragnar and Ryuth focus even more on our surroundings, talk quieting down so as not to inadvertently draw attention to our small party. I wait to see a menacing shape appear from the hazy red distance.

      To say I'm on edge the rest of the way is an understatement. When the distinctive green of the oasis comes into view, I breathe a silent sigh of relief at the sight. We're not necessarily safe in the oasis, but at least we’ll be halfway done with this trip.

      With luck, there's nothing lying in wait that the guys can't handle. Then we can just grab what we need and head on back in time for dinner. I cross my fingers, hoping those thoughts didn't just jinx the rest of this trip.

      This particular oasis isn't like
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